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This was written in the spring of 2011 in occupied coast Salish territory, Olym- 
pia, Washington. 


None of the ideas in this essay are original or new. Please copy and distribute at 
will. Take what you want, re-format it, add to it, I don't care. 


If I've made glaring mistakes in this essay or you want to talk with me about 
cultural appropriation (or anti-oppression and anarchy in general), please get 
in touch: vegetablesforbreakfasta gmail.com. 


commitment to Jah. When white people wear dreadlocks, 
we/they strip dreadlocks from their symbolism of resistance 
to racism and a commitment to Jah. But as a general rule of 
thumb, its not appropriation if it's from your own culture. 
So what about white people of Celtic heritage who 
wear dreadlocks? Dreadlocks are part of their culture, but 
someone walking down the street would not be able to tell 
that some random white person with dreadlocks is Celtic. I 
dont have any quick and easy answers for this, but I think 
that context is really really important. I live in the United 
States, where dreadlocks are not widely recognized as a 
Celtic cultural marker. All white people have the ability to 
strip dreadlocks of their symbolism for People of Color, re- 
gardless of our ethnicity. Does this mean that white people 
with Celtic heritage living in the United States should never 
wear dreadlocks? I dont know. I do think it means that the 
decision to wear dreadlocks must be approached very care- 
fully, and with the knowledge that one must be prepared 
to engage in continual conversation about what dreadlocks 
mean for a variety of cultures. 


peu AA AT[eUISIIO p[noA 4oy} ucu) 
poouenu sso[/1ua19grp Ápo1o[duuoo st yey} 
3JUBIYIUBIS e WAY] SUIS 10 ony[no-dod 
.SSI[BUIUBAWI, OJUT sjar[oq pue “SIINIRIA 
*sjoejr1e jueogrusrs Ajperng[no Surj12Auo0 Ud} 
-JO 'seniAnoe 3S3Y] puruəq sSurueoui AY] 10 
SOTJIATIOV 2s20 ur Wed YOO] 2o1n3[n» [eur ro 
oy} AYM Jo Surpuejs1opun [ear Aue ]n0y]IM 
s1n250 uayjo uoneridoudde, siy], “aangno 
Suneridoadde əy} 0} snjejs Árejr[rui 10 Sr 
-Uurouooe *[eonipod Teros ur ojyeurpioqns Moy 
-JUIOS JO 2a1ny[no Ayuourui e ST a1nj[no Lang 
ay] uəuA pardde st Ayjesouas 3] 1oujoue Aq 
e1nj[noqns 10 anj3[n? JUO uioJj JOTARYaq pue 
“SPIEPUR]S IT]AY]SAE ‘STENY *suoor JO YAY] IO 
uorndope ay} st uorjeridoadde [e1ni)[no 


4uoipiadoaddo pangjmo si wy A4 


SLIegejse pue WISIJEI O] 3JUB]SISAI xpe[g JO [oquiÁs 
p se UMOUY 21? SYI0[peaIp 'Anuooai JSON PINNI N59 pue 
*ueo»riy 'uepnsew 3stuppnqg fuerpug ur puno] age Sx»o[peagp 
*o[durexo 10, 'SAIN][NI JUSIIPIp [e1IAVs ut $}OOI savy PEYI 
s[oquiÁs 10 SUODID?J] YIM SI AYILI] AITEaI 53198 31 939QAA 
"Surueaur [BUIBIIO SII jo oonovud Jey} duis 03 [enuəlod 
au savy [[ns noÁ "oppe yey} soonoeud jeu o1ny[no ay] Jo 
1oquioui ? jou are no ji 'Surjsa19jur Á[[eo puy noÁ uonip 
0 əuros NOG? UE mouy pu? YIIBASAI Jo UO} e əuop aa noÁ 
jr UAY 1xojuoo pəltAur YI JO əpts]no Ayane pres uuoj1od 
0] ]Y811 əy} sn 3418 1usoop Zuty Wos ur Jed dye} 0] pala 
-UT Sutəq jeu] 19quieugad jsnui os]e ƏM Mq ‘OS OP 0} pəƏltAuI 
dq o) 10uoq ue SI I 'aunj[no Jey} Jo siə9qurəur Aq ‘suopean 
Jenno s191o ur Jed Ye] O] pojtAur 912A SIUITJOUIOS 
iN 
jnoqe wy} yse SsAneridoidde Sutəq si ouoouros yuru) noÁ 
JI gnis siy] 3noqe ye} o) 3ue110duit sit AYM SYL ANEN 20 
[pom A104 p[noo uosiad yey} - pueqpeou əy} HO ae) 0} posu 
pue x10Mpeoq 2Anew Suneridoudde 21 Ady} y} pueqpeoy 
popeeq e SurreoA uosadod pouuprs-1u8i[ e ai Ap[o1erpourur 
O] SUI 10} YO Jou SIL *'o[durexo 10] OS "SurseJo pue JSTOVI ST 
INYM SI UPS ]Y8I] YM əuoÁ1əAə jeu) Surumsse pue “WSDDRI 
JO syoadse Áueur AY] JO ouo SI ILI 3[nejop ay] se_ƏJNUuA, SUI 
-jea1], '93IqM 21, Áəu1 ueaui 1usəop UNYS JBI] seu ouoouros 
asne2aq 1sn( "A3nuopt souoÁue ouinss? O] jou juej1oduut 
K][e21 sat 's&e«qe sy "prn aq ue» (uoneudoudde [enin 
punoze SUOISSNISIP [euoryjuoJjuoo ssa] BUNEBTARU UA 10) 
sənə Joo Surjeridoadde 10] Ino 1910 qvo Sue? 


pojvoiduioo s JI 


OI 


Why does cultural 
appropriation happen? 


Cultural appropriation is a by-product of imperialism, 
capitalism, oppression, and assimilation. Imperialism is the 
creation and maintenance of an unequal cultural, economic, 
and territorial relationship, usually between states and often 
in the form of an empire, based on domination and subor- 
dination. Imperialism functions by subordinating groups 
of people and territories and extracting everything of value 
from the colonized people and territories. In the case of cul- 
tural appropriation, culture is treated as a “natural resource" 
to extract from People of Color. 

Cultural appropriation is profitable. Objects and tradi- 
tions (but not the people) of marginalized cultures are seen 
by the dominant culture as exotic, edgy, and desirable, which 
translates to profits. Capitalism works best when people are 
not individual people with celebrated differences, but iden- 
tical workers, cogs in the machine. Once diverse cultural 
identities are stripped away, the only culture left to identify 
with is capitalist culture. 

[his is one aspect of assimilation, in which marginal- 
ized communities lose their cultural markers and are folded 
into the dominant culture. The process of assimilation is 
sped up when culture markers are appropriated by the domi- 
nant culture. Once the dominant culture has access to the 
cultural markers of a marginalized culture, they are no lon- 
ger markers of the marginalized culture, and the marginal- 
ized culture is gobbled up by the dominant culture. 


anti-racist efforts should be directed by the needs identified 
by People of Color. 


“STOOYIS 
Surp1eoq Surpnjour 'soorvad [enjuids MAY] Jo 2sro1oxo 931J 
3Y] O] se[»uejsqo [ejJuəumuoui povez savy əjdoəd oAneN 
“SIATIJOS Ə)rtqA Áq JUIUTJUOD SIY] Jo uorezruo[oo IY} IDUIS 
"Aypenquids [euonrpezn Iry} 2212d o} pegruued Ajresa] 
919A SIIS pəlrun AY] ur ə|doəd ƏAneN PY} PY Wop 
SNOISI[OY uerpug ueorioury 9/6] IY} JO asessed əy} [nun 
JOU SEM JI *uon?zruo[oo Joye yey} uoaAIS ruon A[[euordoo 
-XƏ SI SIY], 'on3[no jueurturop ay] Aq uoneridoudde o} ououd 
Ayaepnoryed axe so[dood oAneN Jo soonovud [enjurdg 
'(10[07) Jo s[dooq) dno1s 1ou1oue 1240 382] 
-tald pue Jamod aaey (ə|doəd a31ym) dnoj$ ouo se Suoj se 
s1o»[reur [e1n3[no pue 'sooreaud 'seopr Jo mop 231] pue [enbo 
Am ? aq 30uu?? 213y], 4321205 SIU} ur ə8ə[tAtid pue 1amod 
pəruəp Aq[eorjeuro1s4s axe 1o[oO Jo ə|doəd o[IuA *4321205 sry} 
UI Ə8ə[IA14dd pue 1oMod savy atdoad att - 1SIXƏ Is səop 
UISTILI 2neuiojsÁS "SISIXA 1oSuo[ ou WSPLI YSNOY} se "Dia 
SulÁAe[d-[oA9] ? uo }STX9 SUONE[A1 2281 jeu uondoouoosrur 
ay] uodn paseq sr uoneridoadde [ean3[n» Jo asuajap ay], 
'opr»oue8 
0] junoure dnoJ$ pozi[eurd aeui e Jo anyo pue 'soo1nosod 
“SPUE] AY] Jo You} AY] 1212803 Ing 'ə|doəd aaneN Ajey 
-Ied TO]OD Jo əjdoəq W01] soo1noso1 pu? puge] reas 0} pasn 
(st [JBs pu?) uəəq sey Jey} o[euonea owes aY] ST SIY], Supe) 
aY] 10] 221] se (uorsso1ddo Jo sjoS1e3 se UMOUY osje) so1njy[no 
pezi[eutS aeui jo sj»adse pje sea uorjeridoadde mmm? 
"uorssa1ddo pue *opr»ouo$ “WISIIRI Jo SINJU JO uorsuə] 
-XƏ UP SI 3I asnedaq [njunreu sr uoreridoadde mmm? 


infu] 
os uoijpt4do4ddv qpoanjpno st AUM 


210JoJou pue “WISIIBI UT sj1odxo əy} 21e 10[07) Jo o[dooq 
“UISIDRI JO sjoS1e3 sy "uoneridoudde [en3[no - o) puo ue 10} 
[peo pue - Ajuopr Aay] uəym 10700 Jo e[doaq 0} UASH 0] 2AN 
-eJoduur "sg SI 31 *(ursroed quoJjuoo 03 Ap iqisuodsa1 so[dood 
INYM SI 31 u8nou] uəAə) gunuoJjuoo our 11201 Surpuads 
pinoys 10[07 Jo əjdoəq yey} suro[qoud 2s10M are alay] 
yuru) nod 10 *pejeridoadde o4n3pno səuo Jo syadse snoureA 
Əəs o) [hin SI 31 AYM puejs1opun 1uop nod JI uaAq 
"pessouddo aq Ajqissod ue» Aa os1noo 
Jo uay} eMÁue 1SIXƏ 1uop 10[07) JO ə[doad Jt o»urs WISDDRI 
DE 10} pəəu JOW ou ST 9194} YI ə[doəd 3j1yM s[[93 I pue 
smpanu ÁJəurənxə SI 3sixə 1uop NOA p[o3 Bulag "1913 Áj[enjoe 
1uop Aay] YI 10[07) Jo əldoad aji] [ear s[[o SIY], 3»unxeo [[e 
o1 Aay] Jr se * imynneəq pue o[duurs os sem ]] ¡poar ə|doəd 
3s3Y] ABM əy} 240] 3sh I, JO sauT] ou? Suo[e SUTYJOWOS st 
uoneridoudde penyo 103 posn uoneognsní 3y} UIO 3s1xo 
[ns - sueoueury JANN BUIPNPUL - 10[07) Jo ə|doəd 
'1o]oO JO uos 
-I9q ? 39 O] su?aui 3I PYM Jo eopt o3je1nooeur suosJoad ƏJIUA 
p olur Surg JOU 1oJ pezi[eurS1eur pue *possruistp “PAYIEYE 
*pe[norpri uo3jo ate Aay] ‘sadAjO919}s 2sotQ ]Y 1uop 10[07) Jo 
e[dooq VIYM OT ]Y 10[07 Jo o[dooq pueurop o[dooad aytyM 
yey} pjour e 3312 Ady} ‘poyenjodiad ode sadAj0019]s IPINI 
-oeur ISIYI Da M `S19U3162 ureo1p pue ‘saspoT əms “saad 
-39} SUTA[OAUT a1nj[no 2rqjrouour L Jo sedÁ302193s 2931e1n2oeur 
WOI} SƏUIO2 UIYO SURITIDUTY AADEN 1noqe Mou» Ady} yuru) 
e[doed az1yM sou Pym - IOTOD Jo ə[doəq 1noqe sodÁ302191$ 
oje1n2oeur soyenjodiod uəyo uorjeudoudde mmm? 
"JSIOM 
ye ISOL A[BUIMOUY pue Apueje[q pue %səq 1? JURIOUSI pue 
eAHrsuosui sr uorridoudde [e1mi[no "Suo[oq seruoura12 
Əsou) WIOYM 03 o[doad ay] Aq pode} (sənə pue *so»1noso1 


forced relocation, endless broken treaties, "kill the Indian, 
save the man" policies, and forced assimilation. So it is par- 
ticularly insensitive for white people to attempt to justify 
their/our use of Native spiritual practices when Native peo- 
ple themselves have often been brutally persecuted for the 
same. 

Cultural appropriation is not an acceptable way to 
honor, respect, or appreciate People of Color. If you wish to 
honor, respect, or appreciate Black people or Black culture, 
then you should learn how to recognize, confront, and dis- 
mantle systematic racism instead of appropriating dread- 
locks, a symbol of the wearers commitment to Jah Rasta- 
fari and Black resistance to racism. If you wish to honor, 
respect, or appreciate Native people or Native culture, learn 
how to listen to Native people when they identify very real 
problems (and how to confront them) faced by Native peo- 
ple today, such as astronomical suicide and alcoholism rates 
on reservations or the continued theft of Native lands by 
resource extraction companies. 

Many well-intentioned and self-proclaimed anti- 
racists will engage in cultural appropriation in the name of 
“solidarity.” A prominent example of this is white pro-Pal- 
estinian activists wearing kefhyehs, Arab headscarves and 
symbols of Palestinian nationalism and resistance to oc- 
cupation. But simply wearing a keffiyeh will not end Israel's 
occupation of Palestine. There are many real, concrete steps 
one can take to support Palestinean liberation, such as the 
Boycott, Divestment, and Sanctions movement. In addition, 
one must also take into account the very real climate of Is- 
lamophobia and Arab-phobia in the United States — people 
who are perceived as Arab and/or Muslin are treated with 
hostility, suspicion, and violence, and assumed to be 


terrorists. This is only aggravated when these people are 
seen wearing articles of clothing associated with Islam or 
Arab culture. For white people to wear kefhyehs is to wave 
around our/their white privilege - white people aren't au- 
tomatically assumed to be terrorists. White people wear- 
ing keffiyehs are seen as hip, fashion-forward, and worldly, 
whereas Arab- and Muslim-perceived people wearing kefh- 
yehs are seen as dangerous, Others, and terrorists. 

Many traditions that have been appropriated from Na- 
tive people (such as sweat lodges and “medicine wheel cer- 
emonies") are performed by white people allegedly in the 
name of such lofty goals as world peace, spiritual mending, 
and mutual understanding. One of the things needed for 
world peace, spiritual mending, and mutual understanding 
to occur is an end to racism. But cultural appropriation is a 
form of racism, and as long as racism exists, there can be no 
world peace, spiritual mending, or mutual understanding. 
Many concrete steps to dismantle racism have been identi- 
fied by many different people, including recognizing ones 
role in perpetuating racism, confronting ones own white 
privilege, and attacking the systems of oppression that give 
white people privilege in the first place. None of these steps 
require cultural appropriation. And it is unacceptable for 
white peoples healing to come at the expense of the cultural 
survival of People of Color. 

Cultural appropriation of ceremonies and objects re- 
moves and distorts these traditions and things from their 
original contexts and into gross caricatures that are a slap in 
the face to the original practitioners of the ceremonies, with 
complete disregard for the history and present day reality 
of oppression (usually perpetrated by white people who feel 
similarly entitled to all aspects of these peoples lands, 


